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On July 9, in Tegucigalpa, judge Maria Mendoza issued sentences in the trial of two discharged
military officers for their roles in the July 1991 rape and murder of Riccy Mabel Martinez. The
decision is an important step towards ending military impunity, since it is the first time since the
late 1950s when the military first began to emerge as an autonomous power-broker in Honduran
society that active- duty members of the armed forces have been convicted for crimes in a civilian
court (for previous coverage of the Mabel Martinzez case see Central America Update 08/02/91,
10/25/91, 01/31/92, 04/09/93). Judge Mendoza sentenced Col. Angel Castillo, former commander
of the army's First Communications Battalion, to 16 and one-half years in prison on charges of
rape and homicide. Sgt. Santos Ilovares, who was assigned to the chiefs of staff of the armed
forces at the time of the crime, was sentenced to a ten and one-half year term for homicide. The
prosecuting attorney in the case, Linda Rivera, as well as the victim's family members, applauded
judge Mendoza's courage in upholding the verdicts despite a series of obstructionist moves by the
military during the trial. Even so, the prosecution will appeal the verdicts to push for resentencing
on charges of first-degree murder, rather than homicide. According to Rivera, with a homicide
conviction, Castillo and Ilovares could be eligible for a pardon from the government, but a murder
conviction would rule out clemency. After the verdicts, Tegucigalpa radio stations aired dozens of
interviews with Martinez's relatives, former classmates, and teachers, all of whom expressed fear
that the sentence would allow Castillo and Ilovares to be released through a pardon. The sentencing
came almost two years after the July 1991 discovery of Riccy Mabel Martinez's corpse in a ravine
on the outskirts of Tegucigalpa. Martinez's mutilated and dismembered body, discovered two days
after she disappeared, showed signs of repeated rape and torture. According to eyewitnesses, the 17year old student was last seen alive on the grounds of the First Communications Battalion, located
about 10 km. west of Tegucigalpa, where she had been summoned for an appointment with Castillo.
Castillo had said he would assist Martinez in securing the release of her boyfriend, who had been
picked up by the army one month earlier in a forced recruitment drive. Over the past two years,
the military used an array of tactics ranging from threats and intimidation to legal maneuvering
in its attempt first to cover up the crime, then to avoid having the case prosecuted in the civilian
courts, and finally to have the case thrown out of court altogether. Initially, Castillo denied any
connection whatsoever to the incident, while Ilovares openly confessed to the crime. But Ilovares
later retracted his confession, claiming he made it under pressure from superior officers. When
the civilian courts finally ordered the arrest of Castillo and Ilovares, the military-controlled police
(Fuerza de Seguridad Publica, FUSEP) refused to act. FUSEP argued that the arrest warrants were
invalid, since the military courts have exclusive jurisdiction in all cases against active duty military
personnel. The army's tenacious resistance despite overwhelming evidence, plus the particularly
heinous nature of the crime, helped convert the Martinez rape-murder into a test case to end
impunity and to enforce military subordination to civilian authority. For many months, an unusual
coalition which included unions and popular organizations, the US embassy, human rights defense
groups, and some sectors within the civilian government maintained constant pressure to resolve
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the case. The military eventually caved in and accepted that Castillo and Ilovares would have to
stand trial. The two were cashiered from the armed forces to avoid setting a precedent for active
duty military personnel to be tried in civilian courts. Ramon Custodio, president of the Honduran
Human Rights Committee (Comite de Derechos Humanos, CODEH), welcomed the July 9 verdicts
as a crucial first step in moving toward civilian control over the military. Custodio, who played an
instrumental role in pushing the prosecution forward, says it is now imperative to carry out reforms
to provide the Honduran judiciary with an independent office for investigations, and to enact new
legal mechanisms to enforce all decisions made by the civilian courts against military personnel.
(Sources: Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias- Spanish news service EFE, 07/09/93, 07/10/93;
Agence France- Presse, 07/09/93, 07/10/93, 07/11/93)
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